Hopes fade  by Williams, Nigel
Current Biology Vol 18 No 11
R448
fossil fuels, however, would require the 
need to look beyond wood. Choren 
Industries claims that 20 million tons 
of straw are ploughed back into the 
soil each year, which could be turned 
into four million tons of BTL diesel, 
covering 14 per cent of current diesel 
demand. A further three to six million 
tons per year could be obtained from 
wood grown on currently unused 
agricultural land. 
According to Konrad Scheffer, of the 
University Kassel/Witzenhausen,  
the total biofuel potential in 
Germany — without using food crops 
or land used to grow food — amounts 
to the equivalent of 56 million tons of 
crude oil annually, or half of all transport 
fuel used currently, including aviation. 
At that level of replacement, a large 
part of the biomass will have to be 
purpose-grown. However, due  
to the fact that the BTL technology 
can use complete plants (and  
fast-growing woody ones, too) and 
not just the seeds, its efficiency is  
still in a different league from the  
crop-based biofuels of the first 
generation. The Fachagentur für 
Nachwachsende Rohstoffe (Agency for 
Renewable Resources) has estimated 
that, in mid-European climes, a 
hectare of agricultural land can 
produce either 1,550 litres of rapeseed 
diesel, or 2,560 litres of bioethanol,  
or 4,000 litres of BTL diesel per year. 
Even though the second-generation 
biofuels look very promising so 
far, there is always scope for 
improvement, and the third- and 
fourth-generation biofuels may turn 
out to be even more efficient than we 
can imagine right now.
The German research ministry, 
BMBF, has therefore earmarked a 
50 million Euro funding initiative 
for new ways of turning biomass 
into energy. The funding is for the 
next five years and is specifically 
addressed at young researchers 
in the renewable energy field. The 
fund marks Germany’s leading role 
in the pursuit of renewable energy. 
With schemes already in place to 
encourage homeowners to use solar 
power for heating and electricity, 
Germany provides a key model for 
other European countries.
Michael Gross is a science writer based at 
Oxford. He can be contacted via his web 
page at www.michaelgross.co.uk
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choren_industries/Initial European enthusiasm for 
growing food crops primarily for 
biofuel is diminishing rapidly as rising 
global food prices create new territory 
for agricultural policy. The EU’s 
commitment to introducing biofuels 
at the moment is likely to involve 
substantial imports from producers 
elsewhere and worries are growing 
about how this new demand will be 
met. Countries such as Germany are 
already looking beyond this ‘primary’ 
biofuel and funding research into 
more promising local ‘secondary’ 
local sources within the EU (see page 
R447–R448).
The EU’s initial enthusiasm for 
primary biofuel perhaps came from 
memories of when the continent 
produced vast surpluses of grain, 
such as wheat, along with other food 
commodities, because of its subsidy 
system for farmers.
But this subsidy system has 
undergone reforms that have reduced 
the ‘mountains’ and ‘lakes’ of produce 
of the past, which, under current 
market conditions, might be a massive 
income source rather than the 
headache they were then.
But, for all of the continent’s 
potential agricultural productivity, it 
is mostly a densely populated place 
compared with other countries such 
as the US and Brazil, where primary 
biofuel projects are forging ahead.
The unlikeliness of devoting 
European land to growing food 
Food policy pressures: Using EU 
food crops to generate biofuel is 
looking increasingly implausible 
but environmentalists are worried if 
sources are sought from elsewhere, 
writes Nigel Williams.
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One of the moves by the EU causing 
greatest concern for conservationists 
and biodiversity researchers has 
been the decision to abandon its 
policy of supporting arable farmers 
to ‘set aside’ land — removing it from 
production to the potential benefit 
of species becoming increasingly 
scarce within the intensive agriculture 
landscape. In the UK alone, it is 
estimated around 500,000 hectares 
of such set-aside land, which has 
proved highly successful as a haven 
for farmland species, is now thought 
vulnerable to being ploughed up.
There are two kinds of set-aside: 
the rotational kind, where a field of 
stubble is left unploughed over winter, 
and the more permanent kind, where 
areas difficult to farm — on poor soil 
Food policy pressures: The loss 
of agricultural land set aside for 
environmental benefits for more than 
20 years under new EU policy is 
worrying conservationists.  
Nigel Williams reports.
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Threatening: New rules by the EU mean that farmers are moving back to cultivate land that 
has been set aside for wildlife for many years. (Photo: Anthony Thorogood/Alamy.)crops for biofuel are becoming 
increasingly apparent. Richard Pike, 
chief executive of the Royal Society 
of Chemistry in London recently 
estimated that it would require the 
entire production of biofuel crops from 
20 hectares to replace the kerosene 
for just one transatlantic flight from 
London to New York. Just a few 
kilometres from Heathrow is Windsor 
Great Park, a 2,000 hectare former 
Norman hunting estate. At present 
levels of activity at Heathrow airport, 
it would require an equivalent area to 
Windsor Great Park grown exclusively 
with food crops for conversion to 
biofuel every few days to fuel all the 
aircraft departing the airport. Over 
a year this could require a land area 
greater than that of the whole of 
London. And that is for just for one of 
the five airports serving the city.
One of the biggest emerging 
worries for environmental researchers, 
therefore, is that European targets 
to introduce biofuel will presently be 
met largely by imports. Worries are 
growing that environments in many 
other, often developing, countries may 
be threatened by this new demand. 
Globally, it is estimated that around 12 
million hectares — about one per cent 
of the world’s cultivatable land — is 
currently devoted to biofuel crops.
At a meeting on ‘Crops, Cars and 
Climate Crisis’ last month in Ottawa, 
the problems with primary biofuels 
were highlighted. 
The world is on the brink of a major 
food crisis, exacerbated by rising 
grain prices, seriously depleted food 
supplies, and land being used to 
produce ethanol fuel instead of food, 
the organisers said.
According to the UN World Food 
Programme, rising food prices 
are already causing conflict in 33 
countries. So fears are growing that 
the additional pressure of devoting 
land to biofuel crops can only make 
this situation worse.
Another report produced for 
the British government by Julia 
King, the vice chancellor of Aston 
University, looked at the potential in 
low carbon cars. But she cautioned 
against increasing current demand 
for biofuels. “Until we know where 
the bioethanol has come from and 
whether the country of origin has 
been ploughing up grassland or, 
worse still, removing rainforest to 
plant, it’s rather dangerous to expand 
demand.”
